CHAPTER   I 5

REICHSTAG  FIRE

To be in the contemporary fashion I ought, in the course of
this tale, to take you through the boudoirs of my love life and
introduce you to the Sonias and Veras, the Javan princesses and
Hungarian dancing girls whom you would expect to meet
there. It is remiss of them if they are not there, for they should
know that all diplomats and newspaper men sooner or later
feel the urge to write a passionate novel or a coyly candid book
about themselves, and turn their thoughts to their past loves,
whom they expect to find dutifully lined up and waiting to be
made into literary capital.

I should not take you with me on this round of calls even if
these lovely and invigorating ladies existed, as I hope they do,
for two is company and three is none and you would be in the
way. But Nadya, a turbulent person, intrudes forcibly at this
point, whether we like it or not.

She was born on the Black Sea, which I have not yet seen,
but if it is as black as her hair and eyes it is very black, and one
of her earliest memories is of a German airman who took her
joy-riding with him until she was very sick, so that he brought
her down quickly, and gave her some tinned meat to take home
as a consolation prize. Her father was killed in a long-forgotten
Balkan War and almost her only memory of him is of being
held up to look at him as he lay in his grave. Then she was
married off when she was about fifteen, as girls are, or were,
wont to be in the Balkans, and soon she saw the stranger, her
husband, drowned; and then, somehow, she began dancing
and travelled all over Europe until one evening in Berlin she
was going along the Kurfurstendamm to work, gawdy and
sparkling as a humming-bird in a flame-red dress, when I drove
rather carelessly round a corner and knocked her down with my
mudguard, so that she couldn't dance for a few days, and this
naturally led to a lasting friendship.
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